The study examined the role of oral language skills in reading comprehension and listening comprehension levels of 125 monolingual (L1) and bilingual (L2) English-speaking learners (M = 121.5 months, SD = 4.65) in England. All testing was conducted in English. The L1 learners outperformed their L2 peers on the measures of oral language and text comprehension, but the two groups performed at comparable levels on word-reading accuracy and speed. Oral language, indexed by vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills, emerged as the most powerful unique predictor of both reading and listening comprehension levels. Although there was a tendency of oral language to be more strongly related to L2 reading comprehension, its relationship with listening comprehension was comparable across the two language groups. Finally, individual differences in oral language skills emerged as the primary factor that explained the language group differences in text comprehension levels. Educational implications of these fi ndings were discussed.
The number of primary school children who speak English as a second language in England is increasing by about 1% each year and according to these estimates within about 10 years, one-quarter of all primary school pupils will be non-native speakers of English (SFR, 2010) . Similar rapidly changing demographic trends have been reported in many other countries, such as the United States and Canada (August, 2008; Lipka, Siegel & Vukovic, 2005) , prompting the calls for more nuanced investigations to address the current gaps in our understanding of the language and literacy development of this rapidly growing population of learners (August & Shanahan, 2008; Goldenberg, Reese & Rezaei, 2011) .
There is now a substantial body of corroborating evidence suggesting that wordrecognition skills of bilingual (L2) 1 learners develop fast and they tend to perform at comparable levels with their monolingual (L1) peers after a few years of exposure to formal reading instruction in their second language (for a review, see Lesaux, Geva, Koda, Siegel Copyright © 2012 UKLA & Shanahan, 2006 . It is the development of reading comprehension skills of L2 learners which seems to be an issue. For instance, several studies on English-speaking L2 learners have found that despite adequate word-recognition skills, L2 learners tend to underperform on the m easures of English reading comprehension. Limited English oral language profi ciency, such as vocabulary knowledge, has been proposed to be one possible reason contributing to lower L2 performance on comprehension measures (for reviews, see Geva, 2000; . However, these fi ndings are not entirely unequivocal (e.g., see Lipka et al., 2005; Thomas & Collier, 2002) and given the heterogeneity of L2 learners, there is the need for further research to examine L2 oral language and literacy development.
At present, with the exception of a notable few studies (e.g., Burgoyne, Kelly, Whiteley & Spooner, 2009; Burgoyne, Whiteley & Hutchinson, 2010; Frederickson & Frith, 1998; Hutchinson, Whiteley, Smith & Connors, 2003; Stuart, 2004) , there is very limited research on English-speaking L2 learners in England. So far, all these studies have reported a signifi cant L2 disadvantage in English oral language and text comprehension skills. With this study, the primary aim was to pursue these fi ndings further and examine in more detail the relative role of oral language skills in reading and listening comprehension levels of L1 and L2 learners in England.
Role of oral language in text comprehension
Reading comprehension involves deciphering written text into spoken language. The latter, in turn, forms the primary medium through which mental representations of the meaning of the text are formed. This idea has been encapsulated by the well-known simple view of reading framework (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 1990) . According to the simple view of reading, accurate word recognition and linguistic comprehension are central for reading comprehension, and as children's decoding accuracy levels increase with time, listening and reading comprehension also become more closely aligned (Hoover & Gough, 1990) . Indeed, the reports of very strong relationships between listening comprehension and reading comprehension among older readers with good word-recognition skills have provided unequivocal evidence for this assertion (Adlof, Catts & Little, 2006; Hoover & Gough, 1990; Tilstra, McMaster, Van den Broek, Kendeou & Rapp, 2009) .
Following on from this, the question arises as to what might be the key component processes of text comprehension. There is no question that reading comprehension is a multifaceted process that may not only be infl uenced by the components of oral language processing skills (e.g., morphosyntactic skills and vocabulary), but also by other cognitive skills, such as executive functions and higher-level meta-cognitive skills (e.g., inference making). Additionally, factors such as background knowledge, motivation and text characteristics (e.g., genre) may also infl uence comprehension processes (for reviews, see Oakhill & Cain, 2007; Perfetti, Landi & Oakhill, 2005; Westby, 2004) . There is less research on listening comprehension; nonetheless, these factors are also likely to play similar roles in listening comprehension. Most research on L2 reading comprehension has focused on the role of oral language and in particular, vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills (for a review, see . Certainly, any weakness or developmental delay at core oral language skills may act as a bottleneck and constrain the ability to engage in higher-level comprehension processes, such as inference making and integration. Hence, there is much merit in further advancing our understanding of the role of oral language skills in L2 text comprehension and it is for this reason that oral language will be the focus of the current study. Copyright © 2012 UKLA Vocabulary knowledge is by far the most commonly assessed semantic skill in this area of research. Understanding the meaning of words is clearly central for sentence comprehension (Nagy, 2007; Wagner, Muse & Tannenbaum, 2007) . Likewise, morphosyntactic skills, which entail syntactic (i.e., ordering of linguistic items) and morphological (i.e., internal structure of linguistic items) processing skills play a pivotal role in processes such as syntactic parsing which are also central for sentence comprehension (Carlisle, 2007; Scott, 2004) . Vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills may also facilitate word-recognition skills (Bowey, 2005; Carlisle, 2004) and thereby indirectly support reading comprehension. For instance, vocabulary knowledge has been found to facilitate the recognition of irregular words (Ricketts, Nation & Bishop, 2007) . Increased exposure to written and spoken language, and facility in text comprehension, in turn, may support the acquisition of new vocabulary and morphosyntactic knowledge (Nagy, Anderson & Herman, 1987) . In fact, reading itself becomes one of the primary means of acquisition of new vocabulary (for reviews, see McGregor, 2004; Nagy, 2007) .
Hence, a complex and mutually facilitating relationship is likely to form as children's reading, oral language and comprehension skills develop over time. Although the details of the proposed dynamic relationships remain to be clarifi ed and supported by research evidence (Scott, 2009; Wagner et al., 2007) , a large number of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have reported powerful relationships between oral language and reading comprehension skills among both L1 (e.g., Babayigit & Stainthorp, 2011; De Jong & van der Leij, 2002; Nation & Snowling, 2004) and L2 learners (e.g., Nakamoto, Lindsey & Manis, 2007; Proctor, Carlo, August & Snow, 2005) . These fi ndings are also in accordance with the reports that oral language weaknesses are among the primary factors contributing to reading comprehension diffi culties (e.g., Adlof, Catts & Lee, 2010; Catts, Fey, Zhang & Tomlin, 1999; Nation, Clarke, Marshall & Durand, 2004; Nation, Cocksey, Taylor & Bishop, 2010) .
Oral language and text comprehension of L1 and L2 learners: a review of comparative studies
Numerous studies on L2 reading comprehension have found that whereas L1 and L2 learners at primary school levels tend to perform on a par on the measures of word-recognition accuracy and speed, L2 learners tend to underperform on the measures of text comprehension, vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills (e.g., Burgoyne et al., 2009 Burgoyne et al., , 2010 Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Frederickson & Frith, 1998; Geva & Farnia, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2003; Nakamoto et al., 2007; Stuart, 2004) . For instance, Hutchinson et al. (2003) followed 43 L1 and 43 L2 learners in England from 7 to 9 years of age and assessed their oral language and reading skills in English. L2 learners' home languages were mostly Gujarati, Urdu and Punjabi. There were no language group differences in word-reading accuracy levels at any testing point, but there was a signifi cant L1 advantage on the measures of listening comprehension, reading comprehension, vocabulary and grammar across all testing times. In this study, aspects of oral language skills were signifi cant predictors of both reading and listening comprehension. Further corroborating evidence for these fi ndings came from a study on 46 L1 and 46 L2 English-speaking learners from similar home language backgrounds by Burgoyne et al. (2009) . In this study, although the L2 learners outperformed their L1 peers on the measures of word-recognition accuracy, they underperformed on the measures of vocabulary and text comprehension. Droop and Verhoeven (2003) also noted similar developmental delay in oral language, listening comprehension and reading comprehension of Dutch-speaking L2 learners even after taking into account socioeconomic status (SES) differences between the groups. These studies have also highlighted that the observed reading comprehension diffi culties of L2 learners were not confi ned to written text and that it is equally important to examine L2 listening comprehension profi ciency.
Very few studies have explicitly tested the extent to which oral language skills contributed to the observed L1 and L2 developmental gap in reading comprehension levels. One notable study by Lervåg and Aukrust (2010) followed Norwegian-speaking L1 and L2 learners from about 7.5 to 9 years of age. The growth curve analysis showed that initial developmental lag in L2 learners' vocabulary levels at the beginning of formal reading instruction was the primary factor contributing to the observed developmental delay in their later reading comprehension levels even when adjustments were made for mother's education, nonverbal ability and decoding skills. Similar results were reported by Nakamoto et al. (2007) who followed Spanish-speaking English language learners from the fi rst to seventh grade in the United States.
The next question relates to the extent to which the strength of the relationships between oral language and reading comprehension skills are comparable across the L1 and L2 groups. Several studies reported similarities as well as notable differences across the two language groups (e.g., Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Geva & Farnia, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2003; Stuart, 2004; Verhoeven, 2000) . For instance, Droop and Verhoeven (2003) followed children from the third to fourth grade (8-10 years of age) and reported stronger effect of vocabulary skills on both reading comprehension and listening comprehension levels of the Dutch-speaking L2 learners. Conversely, morphosyntactic skills (sentence imitation) were found to play a stronger role in L1 reading comprehension and listening comprehension. Likewise, in Hutchinson et al.'s (2003) study, expressive vocabulary was a unique predictor of L2 but not L1 reading comprehension and listening comprehension levels. Hence, although the details differed these fi ndings suggested that the pattern of relationships between oral language and comprehension may differ across the L1 and L2 groups.
Against the background of these fi ndings, there are several contradictory fi ndings that need to be considered. In a series of large-scale studies Lesaux, Siegel and colleagues have found that English-speaking Canadian L1 and L2 learners performed at comparable levels on the measures of reading comprehension (Lesaux, Lipka & Siegel, 2006; Lesaux, Rupp & Siegel, 2007; Lesaux & Siegel, 2003) . For instance, Lesaux et al. (2007) followed children from kindergarten to the fourth grade and in contrast to the previous reports (e.g., Lervåg and Aukrust, 2010) , found that L1 and L2 groups performed on a par on reading comprehension and their developmental trajectories were remarkably similar. At least one study has also reported L2 advantage on the measures of reading comprehension. Chiappe, Glaeser and Ferko (2007) found that Korean-English speaking L2 learners in the United States outperformed their native English-speaking peers on an English reading comprehension measure at the beginning of Grade 1 (mean age = 6.6 years). Interestingly, in this study, the L2 learners performed very well on reading comprehension despite their relatively more limited English vocabulary skills. Similar paradoxical fi ndings were also reported by Lesaux and Siegel (2003) , who found that despite signifi cant weaknesses in their syntactic skills, L2 learners performed on a par with their L1 peers on a reading comprehension task.
Finally, although there are reports that aspects of oral language skills might be differentially related to L1 and L2 comprehension (e.g., Droop & Verhoeven, 2003) , there is Copyright © 2012 UKLA also evidence of comparable relationships (e.g., Lesaux et al., , 2007 Van Gelderen et al., 2003) . In fact, very few studies explicitly tested the statistical signifi cance of the observed differences in the strength of relationships across the two language groups. For instance, Van Gelderen et al. (2003) used a multi-group structural equation modelling to specifi cally examine this issue and found that the effect (i.e., path weights) of oral language (vocabulary and grammar), as well as meta-cognition and speed of processing on reading comprehension levels was comparable across the different Dutch-speaking L1 and L2 groups even though there were signifi cant group differences in reading comprehension levels. Along similar lines, Lesaux et al. (2007) found that kindergarten predictor measures, which also included a measure of syntactic skills (cloze task) played a comparable role in reading comprehension levels of the English-speaking Canadian L1 and L2 groups. It is not entirely clear to what extent contextual (e.g., sociocultural factors, educational experiences) and methodological differences might have contributed to these seemingly contradictory fi ndings (for a detailed discussion, see Lipka et al., 2005) . Nonetheless, these fi ndings highlighted the importance of clarifying the relative role of oral language in L2 text comprehension.
Current study
The present study seeks to augment our understanding of the oral language and text comprehension skills of L1 and L2 learners and addresses three guiding research questions.
1. To what extent do English-speaking L2 learners in England lag behind their L1 peers in oral language and text comprehension? In essence, the study seeks to confi rm and take further the previous reports on L2 learners in England and examine the language group differences after accounting for the duration of formal schooling in English, which is undoubtedly an important factor that needs to be taken into account when evaluating the results. Following the previous reports on L2 learners in England (e.g., Hutchinson et al., 2003) , it was anticipated that there would be a signifi cant L1 advantage on oral language and text comprehension but not on word recognition. The next question is essentially an extension of the fi rst question, as it is contingent on the anticipated group differences in text comprehension levels. 2. To what extent can language group differences in text comprehension levels be explained by oral language skills? There is no question that vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills are central for text comprehension (Nagy, 2007) . Given the reports that L2 learners' oral language profi ciency tends to lag behind, which may then constrain their text comprehension (e.g., Lervåg & Aukrust, 2010) , it was anticipated that oral language would explain language group differences in text comprehension levels. 3. To what extent does the relationship between oral language and text comprehension levels vary by language group? Limited research evidence and mixed fi ndings impede the formulation of precise predictions about the relative role of oral language skills in L1 and L2 learners' text comprehension levels. Nevertheless, if oral language plays a more signifi cant role in L2 learners' text comprehension levels, then it would be expected to explain a signifi cantly larger amount of the variance in L2 learners' text comprehension levels. If, however, oral language plays an equally important role in L1 and L2 learners' text comprehension levels, then the magnitude of the explained variance would be expected to be comparable across the two language groups.
Copyright © 2012 UKLA
Methods

Participants
One hundred and twenty-fi ve children (M = 121.46 months, SD = 4.65, ranged between 110 and 130 months) at Year 5 (9-10 years of age) participated in the study. The primary school runs from reception (4-5 years of age), then Year 1 (6-7 years of age) to Year 6 (10-11 years of age) in England. Children who have been attending a primary school in England less than 4 years and those on the Special Education Needs register were excluded from the study. Excluding recent arrivals was considered important to ensure that the L2 learners have had the opportunity to develop suffi cient levels of English oral language and word-reading skills to enable a reliable assessment of their text comprehension levels in English. In this way, it was also ensured that the L1 and L2 groups were reasonably comparable in terms of exposure to formal education in England. Children were recruited from eight primary schools in south-west England. The proportion of students in receipt of free school meals was higher than the national average in seven out of the eight participating schools, suggesting that the current sample was likely to have come from lower SES backgrounds. The data collection was conducted over two waves: 72 children (35 L1 and 37 L2, male:female = 37:35) were tested at the fi rst wave and 53 children (21 L1 and 32 L2, male:female = 32:21) were tested at the second wave. Preliminary analysis confi rmed that the scores of the two cohorts of children did not differ on any of the measures (see Table A1 ). There were also no statistically signifi cant differences across the two cohorts in the observed distribution of sex ratio, 2 (1, N = 125) = 0.67, p = .414, or the proportion of L2 and L1 learners, 2 (1, N = 125) = 0.67, p = .414. Following from this, further analyses confi rmed that the pattern of correlation coeffi cients between the measures across the two cohorts was comparable (i.e., none of the differences in correlation coeffi cients were signifi cant). These fi ndings suggested that it was appropriate to combine the two cohorts into a single sample in order to improve the statistical power of the study. There was, however, a signifi cant difference in the distribution of the age of the two cohorts, mean difference = 3.1 months; t (123) = 4.20, p < .001. For this reason, age has been controlled for in all the reported statistical analysis.
Hence, in the combined sample, there were a total of 56 L1 learners (M = 121.02 months, SD = 4.91; range = 110-130 months; male:female = 29:27) and 69 L2 learners (M = 121.81 months, SD = 4.43; range = 112-129 months; male:female = 40:29). The L2 learners spoke at least one language other than English at home. None of the L1 learners was a fl uent speaker of another language or spoke a language other than English at home. The two language groups also did not signifi cantly differ in terms of the distribution of age, t (125) = −0.95, p = .345 or sex ratio, 2 (1, N = 125) = 0.26, p = .610. The information about language background of the children and the duration of attendance at school in England was obtained from school reports and class teachers as well as children. There were 15 different home languages spoken by the L2 learners in this study † : Somali (n = 20, 29%), Urdu (n = 16, 23%), Punjabi (n = 6, 9%), Serbian (n = 5, 7%), Arabic (n = 5, 7%), Bengali (n = 5, 7%), Bulgarian (n = 1, 1%), Sylheti (n = 1, 1%), Polish (n = 2, 3%), Portuguese (n = 1, 1%), Hungarian (n = 1, 1%) and Spanish (n = 1, 1%). There were also fi ve trilingual L2 learners who along with English reported to speak Somali and Dutch (n = 1, 1%), Somali and Italian (n = 1, 1%), Dutch and Arabic (n = 2, 3%) and Spanish and † Note: Correction added on 15 September 2012 after initial online publication on 23 August 2012. The data for Somali and Urdu home language speakers has been corrected in this version of the article.
Copyright © 2012 UKLA Romanian (n = 1, 1%). The L2 learners in this sample reported to have very limited (e.g., the ability to read several words) or no literacy skills in their home languages.
At the time of writing, there was no offi cial source of information about the exact percentage of languages spoken in the United Kingdom (Aspinall, 2007) . According to one estimate, the top 10 most frequently spoken home languages in England were Panjabi, Urdu, Bengali, Gujarati, Somali, Polish, Arabic, Portuguese, Turkish and Tamil, respectively (Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research [CILT], The National Centre for Languages, 2011). Based on this information, it can be said that the L2 sample in this study was reasonably representative of the national profi le of ethnic minority languages in the UK.
Materials and procedure
The testing was conducted on a one-to-one basis at children's school in a quiet room. The tasks were implemented in the same fi xed order across all the children and the whole testing battery was implemented in two sessions each lasting for about 25 minutes. The author and three research assistants who were trained by the author conducted all the testing sessions. All the sessions were recorded with a digital voice recorder for further verifi cation and cross-validation.
Reading. The Neale Analysis of Reading Ability-Second Revised British Edition (NARA-II) (Neale, 1997) , which is one of the most widely used standardised tests of reading comprehension in England was implemented to assess children's reading skills. In this test, children read aloud a series of increasingly more diffi cult passages followed by openended oral comprehension questions to which they needed to provide oral answers. In the NARA-II, children's word-reading errors are corrected and testing is stopped when the word-reading error rate reaches a certain threshold. As several researchers have found (Burgoyne et al., 2010) , the testing procedure of the NARA-II can complicate group comparisons, as more accurate word readers can progress further on the test attempting more comprehension questions. This, in turn, may mean that children in two groups may read different sets of passages (for a fuller discussion, see Cain & Oakhill, 2006) . Hence, in this study, in order to facilitate the group comparisons, all children were presented with the same set of passages (see Cain & Oakhill, 2006 ) and children's word-reading errors were not corrected. Instead, children were instructed to try their best with any diffi cult word and if they still found it diffi cult to read, to move on to the next word. Several considerations underpinned this decision.
First, as the present study focused on older age groups and excluded children with learning diffi culties, it was anticipated that children would have adequate word-recognition skills to enable a valid assessment of their reading comprehension skills without the need for correcting their word-reading errors. Second, word-reading errors can arise due to comprehension problems and both can also be linked to underlying vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills (Frederickson & Frith, 1998) . As the primary focus of the current study was to examine the role of oral language skills in reading comprehension processes, it was considered important to control for any possible bias that might arise by interfering with the word-reading errors. Finally, given that a listening comprehension test was also implemented in this study, it was possible to obtain an additional index of children's text comprehension levels independent of word-level reading skills. It is notable that, to date, no published study on L2 learners using the NARA-II has systematically addressed all these important methodological issues.
The Level 1-3 passages from the Form 1 were used to test reading comprehension skills. After a practice passage, the three passages were presented to all children in the same order starting with the easiest passage at Level 1. Including a very easy passage at Level 1 was considered essential to ensure that all children would experience some success on this test. There was a total of 20 oral questions (based on the three selected passages); hence, the maximum possible reading comprehension score was 20. Children were free to refer back to the passage whilst answering the questions and one mark was allocated for each accurate answer. The questions in this test were designed to assess verbatim memory of the text and general understanding as well as some inference-making skills. The internal consistency of the comprehension scores across the three passages was high in this study: the Cronbach's alpha coeffi cient was .80.
The word-reading accuracy was calculated by subtracting the total number of reading errors from the total number of words of the three passages (which was 151). The total time taken to read each passage was also recorded which in turn enabled calculation of a reading speed score indexed in terms of the number of accurately read words per minute.
Listening comprehension. The Understanding Spoken Paragraphs subtest from the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals-Fourth UK Edition (CELF-4 UK ; Semel, Wiig & Secord, 2006 ) was used to assess listening comprehension skills. The comprehension questions following each spoken narrative paragraph were designed to examine the ability to understand the main idea of the spoken text, recall a detailed piece of information, sequence the elements of the story and make inferences and predictions (Semel et al., 2006) . In order to ensure that there is consistency in the implementation of the passages across the three different testers, each paragraph was recorded by a native female speaker of English language with a normal prosody and played to the children. In this test, children listened to each story once and then they were asked to answer fi ve oral questions as best they could. Following the guidelines in the test manual, the three passages set for the age groups ranging from 9:00 to 10:11 years were presented to all children. The maximum possible score for this task was 15 and the Cronbach's alpha coeffi cient of this subtest in this study was .79.
Vocabulary. The British Picture Vocabulary Scale-II (BPVS-II; Dunn, Dunn, Whetton & Burley, 1997 ) was used to assess children's receptive vocabulary skills. The reliability indices (i.e., Cronbach's alpha internal reliability and split-half) of this test for children aged between 9 and 11 years were reported to range from .89 to .97 in the test manual (Dunn et al., 1997) .
Morphosyntactic skills. The Recalling Sentences subtest from the CELF-4 UK (Semel et al., 2006 ) was used as a broad measure of children's morphosyntactic skill. The Recalling Sentences subtest is essentially a sentence imitation (repetition) test: sentences with increasing length and grammatical complexity were read aloud and the task was to repeat the sentences back in exactly the same way. The split-half internal reliability indices of this subtest for age groups between 9 and 11 years were reported to be very high, .92 and .90, respectively (Semel et al., 2006) .
It is widely acknowledged that imitation is not a passive copying process but an active reconstructive process, and in the linguistic research, it is widely acknowledged that to be able 'to imitate a structure, the structure must be … part of the child's grammatical competence' (Lust, Flynn & Foley, 1996, p. 56) . Hence, sentence imitation tasks have been widely used as a measure of morphosyntactic skills (e.g., Devescovi & Cristina Caselli, 2007; Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Nakamoto et al., 2007; Verhoeven, 1990) and have been found to be a reliable indicator of implicit oral language skills of second language learners Copyright © 2012 UKLA (Erlam, 2006) . In addition, sentence imitation tasks have been found to be a very reliable marker of specifi c language impairment (Conti-Ramsden, Botting & Faragher, 2001 ) and reading diffi culties (Adlof et al., 2010; McCardle, Scarborough & Catts, 2001) .
Although sentence imitation tests also involve verbal memory skills, there is evidence of unique links of sentence imitation with both reading comprehension and oral language comprehension levels over and above the verbal short-term and working memory skills (Alloway & Gathercole, 2005) . These fi ndings have led to the conclusion that along with verbal working memory, long-term memory (e.g., morphosyntactic knowledge) skills were also likely to underlie the reported strong relationships between the sentence imitation and text comprehension measures (Alloway & Gathercole, 2005 ). This conclusion is certainly in line with the reports from the linguistic studies that sentence imitation is a reconstructive process and can be used as a reliable tool to assess the long-term memory representations of morphosyntactic structures (e.g., see Ellis, 2005; Erlam, 2006; Lust et al., 1996) .
Digit memory span. The Number Repetition subtest (numbers forwards and numbers backwards) from the CELF-4 UK (Semel et al., 2006) was used as an index of verbal memory skills. The standard procedures of implementation and scoring were followed. The scores on the forwards and backwards repetition subtests were summed to form a composite measure of verbal memory skills. The split-half internal reliability indices of this subtest in this study ranged from .89 to .91.
In this study, digit memory span was used as a control measure of verbal memory skills. The performance on the Recalling Sentences subtest as well as text comprehension measures in this study were likely to be infl uenced by verbal memory skills, hence controlling for digit span would enable examination of the unique role of oral language skills in text comprehension relatively independent from verbal memory skills.
Matrix reasoning. The Matrix Reasoning subtest from the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Fourth UK Edition (Wechsler, 2003) was used as a control measure of general nonverbal reasoning skills. The subtest simply involves selection from a number of options a pattern that completes best the missing part of a larger visual array. Although it is widely acknowledged that no test can be completely free from language and cultural bias, as the matrix reasoning types of tests rely on visual input and do not require a verbal response, they are generally regarded to minimise the possible cultural and language bias inherent in any standardised reasoning test (see Wechsler, 2003) and therefore are considered acceptable to be used among populations from diverse language and cultural backgrounds (e.g., see Bialystok & Martin, 2004; Geva, 2000; Hutchinson et al., 2003) . The split-half internal reliability indices of this test have been reported to range from .89 to .92 for age groups between 9 and 11 years (Wechsler, 2003) . Table 1 presents a summary of descriptive statistics as well as group differences examined with a series of ANCOVA with age as the covariate. Due to the concern that the use of standard scores might be inappropriate for children from diverse language and cultural backgrounds, the analyses were conducted with both raw and standard scores. The results, however, were very similar across the two types of scores. Therefore, it was considered appropriate to simplify the presentation of the fi ndings by including only the raw scores in With the exception of digit memory span, word-reading accuracy and reading speed, the L1 group scored reliably higher than the L2 group on all the measures and the effect sizes tended to be large (all partial eta-squared values, except that for listening comprehension, were larger than .14, see Cohen, 1988) .
Results
According to the formal procedure of the NARA-II, testing terminates when children make more than 16 word-reading errors on the Level 1-3 passages, and they are not presented with comprehension questions. In this study, only one L1 pupil made 17 wordreading errors and one L2 pupil made 20 errors on the Level 3 passage. The removal of these two cases from the analysis did not change the overall fi ndings reported throughout this paper; for this reason, these two cases were retained in the analysis.
Correlation analysis
Prior to the correlation analysis, the data were screened for outliers and the normality of distribution of the scores. An absolute skew index value greater than 1.96 suggests a statistically signifi cant skew at p < .05 (Field, 2005) . As Table 1 shows, there was a signifi cant negative skew on the reading comprehension and word-reading accuracy measures. There were also three outlying low scores on the word-reading accuracy measure. Following the guidelines of Tabacknick and Fidell (2001) , the low word-reading accuracy scores were changed to the next highest score. However, this did not improve the distribution of the scores. Therefore, further data transformation was conducted, which involved the logarithm-10 transformation of refl ected scores, which has improved the distribution of the scores and these scores were used in the subsequent analysis. Likewise, a square-root transformation of the refl ected reading comprehension scores has improved the distribution of the scores. However, the results based on the transformed scores were essentially the same. In order to facilitate the interpretation of the reported results, the untransformed reading comprehension scores have been used in the analyses. Finally, although gender differences in reading comprehension skills of L2 learners have been reported before (e.g., Neale, 1997) , gender was not related to any of the measures in this study. Therefore, gender was excluded from the analysis. Table 2 shows a summary of the results of the partial correlation analyses between the measures with age as the covariate measure. There were strong correlations between the reading comprehension and listening comprehension and likewise, between vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills. The two oral language measures were clearly the most powerful correlates of both reading comprehension and listening comprehension. Finally, word-reading accuracy and reading speed were also related to reading comprehension. Table A2 shows a summary of the partial correlation coeffi cients between the measures as a function of the language group.
Multiple regression analysis
The preliminary checks confi rmed that there were no violations of the assumptions of multiple regression analysis. Following from this, a series of multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine (a) the role of oral language in text comprehension levels over and above verbal memory and nonverbal reasoning skills, (b) to what extent oral language explained language group differences in text comprehension levels and (c) whether the role of oral language in reading comprehension differed across the L1 and L2 groups. Table 3 shows a summary of the results for reading comprehension and Table 4 , for listening comprehension. Step 1. Age, matrix reasoning, digit memory span, word-reading accuracy, reading speed
.34***
Step 2a. Language status (L1, L2) .07*** −.29***
Step 2b. Oral language .13*** Vocabulary .23* Morphosyntactic skills .24*
Step 3b. Language status (L1, L2) .01 −.13
Model 3
Step 1. Age, vocabulary, morphosyntactic skills .42***
Step 2. Language status (L1, L2) .00 −.08
Model 4
Step 1. Age, matrix reasoning, digit memory span, word-reading accuracy, reading speed, vocabulary, morphosyntactic skills, language status .49***
Step 2a. Language status ϫ vocabulary .03* .28*
Step 2b. Language status ϫ morphosyntactic skills .03* .27* Note: L1 = monolingual; L2 = bilingual. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Reading comprehension. M odel 1 in Table 3 shows the results of simultaneous multiple regression analysis with reading comprehension as the outcome measure. Word-reading accuracy, vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills were the unique predictors of reading comprehension over and above verbal memory and nonverbal reasoning skills. The overall model explained a large amount of the variance (48%) in reading comprehension levels, F (7,117) = 15.20, p < .001. Model 2 in Table 3 examined to what extent oral language skills explained language group differences in reading comprehension levels with a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses. For this purpose, language status was coded as a dummy variable (L1 = 0 and L2 = 1) and included in the model before and after the two oral language measures. The results revealed that even when individual differences in age, verbal memory, nonverbal reasoning and word-reading skills were accounted for, language status remained as a signifi cant unique predictor and explained a small-to-moderate amount of the variance (7%) in reading comprehension levels. In other words, controlling for verbal memory, nonverbal reasoning and word-recognition skills did not eliminate the language group differences in reading comprehension levels. However, when language status was entered into Step 1. Age, vocabulary, morphosyntactic skills .51*
Step 2. Language status (L1, L2) .00 .07
Step 1. Age, matrix reasoning, digit memory span, vocabulary, morphosyntactic skills, language status .53*
Step 2a. Language status ϫ vocabulary .00 .02
Step 2b. Language status ϫ morphosyntactic skills .01 .13
Note: L1 = monolingual; L2 = bilingual. † p = .058; *p < .001.
the regression model after oral language skills at Step 3, its effect became nonsignifi cant (Model 2, Table 3 ). Model 3 (Table 3) added further strength to these results by showing that even when oral language alone was entered into the regression model at the fi rst step, the effect of language status became nonsignifi cant. Together, these fi ndings showed that individual differences in oral language skills (i.e., vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills) explained the language group differences in reading comprehension levels. Following from this, Model 4 (Table 3 ) examined to what extent the magnitude of the effect of vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills on reading comprehension levels varied as a function of the language status. For this purpose, two interaction terms were formed by computing the product of language status with vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills (see Cohen & Cohen, 1983; Jaccard, Turrisi & Wan, 1990) . The effects of both interaction terms were small, albeit statistically signifi cant, suggesting that both vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills explained a larger amount of the variance in L2 learners' reading comprehension levels.
However, this result should be treated with some caution due to the observed hetero geneity of language group variances on reading comprehension (the Levene's test was signifi cant at p < .001). To verify these results and further check for the homogeneity of error variance for the relationship between each independent variable and reading comprehension the computer program Alternative Tests for Moderated Multiple Regression (ALTMMR; http:// mypage.iu.edu/~haguinis/mmr/) was used (Aguinis, Petersen & Pierce, 1999) . DeShon and Alexander's rule of thumb, which states that error variance ratios should be less than 1:1.5, and Bartlett's M test were used to assess homogeneity of error variances. The error variance ratios for vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills were 1:1.75 and 1:1.59, respectively. The Bartlett's test was signifi cant for vocabulary but not for morphosyntactic skills, M = 4.617, p = .032 and M = 3.192, p = .07, respectively. Together these results suggested minor violations of the homogeneity assumption, hence the importance of conducting the alternative tests of moderation. The results of James' and Alexander's tests converged with those of the F tests in that both showed that there was evidence for differential slopes for vocabulary (U = 4.989, U [Critical] = 3.917, p < .05; A = 4.847, p = .028) and morphosyntactic skills (U = 9.261, U [Critical] = 3.917, p < .05; A = 8.851, p = .003). Hence, the converging results from the three tests (F and the two alternative tests) improved the confi dence in the observed moderator effects in this study (see Aguinis, 2004) .
Listening comprehension. Broadly, the fi ndings for listening comprehension were very similar in that both vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills were independent and powerful predictors, and the overall model explained a large amount of the variance (53%) in listening comprehension levels, F (5,119) = 26.49, p < .001 (see Model 1 in Table 4 ).
In addition, when oral language was entered into the regression model before the language status, group differences in listening comprehension levels became nonsignifi cant (Models 2 and 3, Table 4 ). Hence, these results suggested that individual differences in oral language skills explained the language group differences in listening comprehension levels. This broad statement, however, should be interpreted with some caution. This is because when language status was entered into the regression model before oral language but after age, matrix reasoning and verbal memory, its unique effect on listening comprehension was small and marginally signifi cant (see Model 2, Table 4 ). It seems that matrix reasoning, which was more strongly related to listening comprehension than reading comprehension (see Table 2 ), captured some of the language group variance in listening comprehension levels, and thereby reduced the unique effect of language status on listening comprehension. This was evidenced by the fi nding that the removal of matrix reasoning from Step 1 in Copyright © 2012 UKLA Model 2 (Table 4) substantially increased the unique effect of language status on listening comprehension (ΔR 2 increased from 2% to 11% ; ␤ = −.34, p < .001). Finally, in contrast to reading comprehension, none of the interaction effects were signifi cant, suggesting that the magnitude of the effects of the two oral language measures on listening comprehension were comparable across the L1 and L2 groups (Model 4, Table 4 ).
It is noteworthy that there was no evidence for violation of homogeneity of error variance for either vocabulary (error variance ratio = 1:1.43, M = 1.912, p = .167) or morphosyntactic skills (error variance ratio = 1:1.13, M = 0.233, p = .630). The results from the ALTMMR have also further confi rmed those of the F tests. James' and Alexander's tests did not reveal any evidence for differential slopes for either vocabulary (U = 0.019, U [Cr itical] = 3.919, p > .05; A = 0.0191, p = .890) or morphosyntactic skills (U = 2.171, U [Critical] = 3.919, p > .05; A = 2.133, p = .144).
Discussion
Broadly, the fi ndings were in line with the expectations. There was a signifi cant L1 advantage on the measures of oral language and text comprehension but not on word-recognition accuracy or reading speed. Most importantly, the fi ndings indicated that weaknesses in L2 learners' oral language skills explained their lower performance on both listening and reading comprehension. As regards the relative role of oral language across the L1 and L2 groups, the fi ndings were less consistent. Although there was a tendency of oral language to play a more signifi cant role in L2 learners' reading comprehension levels, parallel results were not observed for listening comprehension.
To what extent do English-speaking L2 learners in England lag behind their L1 peers in oral language and text comprehension?
The fi ndings from this study converged with those from the previous reports (e.g., Burgoyne et al., 2009; Hutchinson et al., 2003; Stuart, 2004) , and further contributed to this fi eld of research by providing evidence that even when English-speaking L2 learners have received at least 4 years of formal schooling in England, they tended to underperform on the measures of listening comprehension, reading comprehension and oral language skills. Moreover, there were no language group differences in either word-reading accuracy or speed, which supports the previous reports that text-level rather than word-level skills tend to be more challenging for some L2 learners .
To what extent can language group differences in text comprehension levels be explained by oral language skills?
In this study, vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills emerged as equally important component skills of text comprehension and both explained unique variance in reading comprehension and listening comprehension levels. The present study went further and tested the extent to which language group differences in text comprehension levels could be explained by these oral language skills. As anticipated, group differences in reading comprehension levels became unreliable when the infl uence of vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills was taken into account (Table 3) . It is noteworthy that controlling for individual differences in nonverbal reasoning, verbal memory, word-reading accuracy and reading speed did not eliminate the language group differences in reading comprehension levels. Similar results were observed Copyright © 2012 UKLA for listening comprehension: controlling for oral language skills eliminated group differences in listening comprehension levels. However, in this case, matrix reasoning was also a reliable predictor of language group differences in listening comprehension levels.
The powerful role of vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills in reading comprehension and listening comprehension was not surprising. However, to date no published study explicitly examined whether the reported L2 disadvantage in text comprehension levels could be explained by these two core oral language skills after taking into account individual differences in verbal memory, nonverbal reasoning skills and the duration of formal schooling in England. The fi ndings from this study are also in accordance with the very few studies that examined both L2 learners' reading and listening comprehension skills (e.g., Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Hutchinson et al., 2003) , and further signifi ed the importance of examining L2 learners' broader linguistic comprehension skills. Needless to say, oral language comprehension is at least as vital as reading comprehension for effective curriculum access and learning.
The observed similar pattern of relationships of oral language with reading comprehension and listening comprehension has provided support for the reliability of the results. Moreover, the results are in line with the simple view of reading, which emphasises the similarities in component skills of listening comprehension and reading comprehension, and the importance of word-reading accuracy in reading comprehension (Hoover & Gough, 1990) . Although the failure of text reading speed to make a unique contribution to reading comprehension levels was unexpected, similar fi ndings have been reported before among different groups of L2 (e.g., Proctor et al., 2005) as well as L1 learners (e.g., Adlof et al., 2006; Babayigit & Stainthorp, 2011) . It is widely acknowledged that there is a complex and interactive relationship between reading speed and comprehension, and a fuller evaluation of this issue requires focused investigations with multiple measures of reading (Kuhn & Stahl, 2003; Walczyk, 1994) .
Finally, it is of note that not all L2 learners underperformed in this study. Table A3 shows the proportion of L2 learners who scored one standard deviation below the L1 means on oral language and text comprehension. Broadly, the results suggested between 43% and 57% of the L2 learners scored one standard deviation below the L1 group's means on text comprehension and oral language. These fi ndings are in accordance with the previous reports of lower performance of L2 learners on the BPVS (Dunn, Dunn & National Foundation for Educational Research, 2009; Mahon & Crutchley, 2006; Whetton, 1997) and the NARA-II (Neale, 1997) . It seems that the language group differences are observed even when care is taken not to include recent arrivals in the data analysis (see Dunn et al., 2009) .
To what extent does the relationship between oral language and text comprehension levels vary by language group?
The present study also examined the extent to which oral language played a differential role in L1 and L2 learners' text comprehension levels and more specifi cally, whether there was any evidence to suggest that oral language played a more signifi cant role in L2 learners' text comprehension. With respect to reading comprehension, there was a small but signifi cant interaction effect, suggesting that both vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills tended to explain a larger amount of the variance in L2 learners' reading comprehension levels. Given the small effect sizes and the fact that no parallel results were obtained with listening comprehension, there was no strong evidence in this study to suggest that oral language played a more signifi cant role in L2 learners' text comprehension levels. Hence, Copyright © 2012 UKLA broadly, the results from this study were in accordance with the previous studies that have found a comparable pattern of relationships between oral language and reading comprehension across the L1 and L2 groups (e.g., Lesaux et al., , 2007 Van Gelderen et al., 2003) . However, moderator effect sizes tend to be small in applied psychological research, and it has been suggested that small effect sizes should not be dismissed, unless there is a clear understanding of the range of moderator effect sizes in a given area of research. Moreover, very large sample sizes are often needed to obtain signifi cant results (Aguinis, Beaty Boik & Pierce, 2005) . Hence, before one can draw any fi rm conclusions, further nuanced investigations using larger sample sizes and a wider range of oral language and text comprehension measures are clearly needed. Only then would it be possible to address any measurement issues and thereby enable a more informed evaluation of these fi ndings (see Aguinis, 2004) . There are also other methodological issues that need to be considered when evaluating the observed results in this area of research.
General limitations and future research
The way in which text comprehension is assessed may have direct implications for the observed pattern of results (Andreassen & Bråten, 2009; Cutting & Scarborough, 2006; Keenan & Betjemann, 2006) . In this study, both reading and listening comprehension measures required an oral response and therefore, the ability to provide a coherent explanation or narrative output for the open-ended questions. Open-ended questions inherently confound comprehension with narrative expression skills (Spooner, Baddeley & Gathercole, 2004) . Given that narrative expression is itself an important aspect of oral language skills that non-native English-speaking learners may have diffi culties with (Pearson, 2002) , it is equally important to examine comprehension skills with multiple choice tests that may not tax L2 children's production skills to the same extent (see Spooner et al., 2004; Stuart, 2004) .
Likewise, all the written and spoken passages in this study were narrative. As L2 learners have been found to struggle specifi cally with the academic decontextualised language (Cummins, 1979 (Cummins, , 1980 , it is possible that the group differences might have been even more pronounced in the case of texts with expository genre. Hence, there are clear pedagogical as well as theoretical implications for further clarifi cation of the role of task-related factors (e.g., genre , silent reading, multiple choice type of questions) in L2 learners' listening and reading comprehension levels.
In this study, due to the lack of appropriate measures, it was not possible to assess L2 learners' oral language or text comprehension skills in their home languages. Therefore, inevitably, the present fi ndings have provided a partial picture of L2 learners' overall oral language and comprehension skills. For instance, there is evidence that when L2 children's vocabulary skills were assessed in both languages, their combined vocabulary knowledge tended to be higher than or comparable to that of their L1 peers (for a review, see Bedore & Peña, 2008) . It is, however, noteworthy that there are studies on Spanish-speaking L2 learners in the United States that have assessed children's oral language skills in both Spanish and English, and found that there was limited transfer from Spanish oral language skills to English reading comprehension (e.g., Gottardo & Mueller, 2009; Nakamoto, Lindsey & Manis, 2008) . Needless to say, this is a complex area of research and the fi ndings can be infl uenced by a number of factors including L2 learners' level of profi ciency in their respective languages as well as possible linguistic interactions between the fi rst and second languages (for a recent review, see Melby- Lervåg & Lervåg, 2011) . Understanding of L2 Copyright © 2012 UKLA oral language and literacy development clearly necessitates the development of normative tests that can provide a sensitive analysis of L2 children's development in their respective languages (for a fuller discussion, see Bedore & Peña, 2008; Carter et al., 2005) .
Although the duration of formal schooling was taken into account in this study, information about the time of exposure to English language was also needed to further clarify the observed language group differences. Kieffer (2008) , for instance, found that language minority children in the United States who were profi cient in English at the beginning of kindergarten showed similar growth patterns to those of native speakers. At the time of writing, there was no published study that examined the role of the duration of exposure to English in text comprehension in England, and unfortunately, it was not possible to obtain this information in this study.
It is not possible to ascertain the precise source of the observed discrepant fi ndings from the current study and those that did not fi nd any L2 disadvantage in reading comprehension levels (e.g., Lesaux, Lipka et al., 2006) . Differences in SES background might be one possible explanation (Lipka et al., 2005) . In this study, although it was not possible to obtain detailed information about the SES backgrounds of the individual students, the proportion of students who were in receipt of free school meals was higher than the national average in all but one of the participating schools. Hence, the L2 learners in this study, who were mostly from minority language backgrounds, were also more likely to have come from lower SES backgrounds (DfES, 2006) . It is well-established that children from socially disadvantaged background are more at risk of delayed language development which may, in turn, have repercussions for their later literacy development (Ginsborg, 2006) . Clearly, further investigations on subgroups of L2 learners from diverse SES backgrounds are needed to clarify this issue and the fi ndings from this study may not generalise to L2 learners from more diverse or higher SES backgrounds.
Previous research has shown that the developmental trajectories of different minority language groups might vary (e.g., Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Roberts, Mohammed & Vaughn, 2010) . Although similar nuanced investigations remain to be conducted in England, signifi cant variations in academic achievement levels of different ethnic minority groups have been reported (Connor, Tyers, Modood & Hilage, 2004; SFR, 2012; Strand, 2008; Strand & Demie, 2005) . In this study, due to the small number of children from each language group, it was not possible to examine this issue; therefore, the fi ndings may not generalise to specifi c language groups or language groups that were not tested in the current study.
Educational experiences of L2 learners in England constitute another important factor that should be taken into account when evaluating these fi ndings. In contrast to other countries, such as some parts of Canada and the United States (see August, 2008) , nonnative speakers of English language and particularly those from minority language backgrounds do not normally receive instruction in their home languages as part of their formal schooling in England. In fact, in this study, very few L2 learners reported to have some, albeit very limited, literacy skills in their home languages. Yet, there is evidence suggesting that systemic and sustained L2 education may promote the development of oral English language skills and academic achievement levels of non-native English-speaking learners (Rolstad, Mahoney & Glass, 2005; Thomas & Collier, 2002) .
The observed powerful relationships between the sentence imitation and reading comprehension clearly corroborated previous reports (e.g., Adlof et al., 2010; Nakamoto et al., 2007) . The sentence recall subtest of the CELF-4 UK (Semel et al., 2006) provides a broad index of children's morphosyntactic skills (Seeff-Gabriel, Chiat & Dodd, 2010) . One way of taking these fi ndings further would be to clarify which specifi c syntactic and Copyright © 2012 UKLA morphological processing skills play the central role in text comprehension and whether this differs across the L1 and L2 groups. Only then will it be possible to develop focused enrichment or intervention programmes to support the oral language skills of children from diverse language backgrounds (see Thordardottir, 2010) . Such focused intervention research would also serve to take the fi ndings of this present study, which are currently correlational in nature, further, and examine the possible causal nature of these relationships.
Educational implications
There is no question that the observed underperformance of a substantial proportion of L2 learners on the measures of oral language and text comprehension needs to be pursued further. To what extent these results refl ected a transient developmental delay, or more persistent weaknesses in oral language and comprehension skills, clearly warrants further investigation. Some have reported that it may take up to 5 or 7 years for non-native Englishspeaking learners to achieve grade-level performance in English (Cummins, 1980; Thomas & Collier, 2002) . The fi ndings in this study suggested that 4 or 5 years were not suffi cient for a substantial proportion of L2 learners to catch up with their L1 peers, hence the need for longitudinal research to shed light on the developmental trajectories of L2 learners and possible long-term ramifi cations of the observed developmental lag in their English oral language and comprehension skills. For instance, the implications of these fi ndings for the academic attainment of L2 learners on the national reading and writing tests remain to be clarifi ed (see SFR, 2011) .
Without doubt, the issues raised in relation to the roles of SES, home language proficiency and developmental trajectories of oral language and literacy skills of L2 learners have direct implications for accurate identifi cation of oral language and literacy needs of children from diverse home backgrounds. Currently, there are outstanding questions about the accurate diagnosis of speech and language diffi culties of L2 children (Bedore & Peña, 2008; Stow & Dodd, 2003) , as well as the extent to which educational needs of L2 children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds are adequately recognised and addressed (see Cline & Shamsi, 2000; DfES, 2005; Flynn & Stainthorp, 2006) .
Taken together, the fi ndings echoed the calls for close monitoring and sustained support of children's oral language development that seems to be even more vital for L2 learners (see Lindsay, Dockrell, Desforges, Law & Peacey, 2010) . Specifi cally, L2 learners from lower SES backgrounds are more likely to receive less oral English language input at home (DfES, 2005) . The distribution of language input across two or more languages means that L2 learners are likely to receive less input in any one of their languages in comparison with their L1 peers. At least one study in England has reported positive effects of an early enrichment programme on oral language and literacy development of children from diverse language backgrounds (Dockrell, Stuart & King, 2010) . There is evidence, albeit limited, suggesting that interventions targeting broader oral language skills can improve comprehension (e.g., Bowyer-Crane et al., 2008; Clarke, Snowling, Truelove & Hulme, 2010) . Likewise, several studies on L2 learners have reported positive effects of vocabulary training (e.g., Carlo et al., 2004; Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller & Kelley, 2010; Proctor et al., 2009 ). As noted before, L2 literacy education has been found to be a signifi cant factor contributing to positive developmental trajectories of L2 learners (Rolstad et al., 2005; Thomas & Collier, 2002) . Finally, L2 learners are also likely to benefi t from systematic instruction in comprehension strategies, which is found to be one of the most effective ways of supporting text comprehension skills (Edmonds et al., 2009 ). There remains, however, much Copyright © 2012 UKLA to be done to develop our understanding of the oral language and literacy development of different subgroups of L2 learners that would pave the way for evidence-based enrichment or educational programmes.
Conclusions
To sum up, the fi ndings from the present study revealed that after about 4 or 5 years of formal schooling in English, more L2 learners tend to show signifi cant developmental delay in their English language skills, and this seems to be one of the primary reasons contributing to their lower performance on the reading comprehension and listening comprehension measures. Although these fi ndings need to be pursued further, the observed results clearly underscored the challenges facing the educators and policy-makers alike to meet the oral language and educational needs of learners from diverse language backgrounds with important and far-reaching implications for the socio-emotional and economic well-being of this increasing population of learners. Intercorrelations for the bilingual (L2) group are presented above the diagonal (n = 69), and intercorrelations for the monolingual (L1) group are presented below the diagonal (n = 56). After Bonferroni correction, the p value was adjusted to .006. *p < .01; **p < .001. Table A3 . Proportion of L1 and L2 learners who scored one standard deviation below the mean on the measures of reading comprehension, listening comprehension, vocabulary and morphosyntactic skills.
Reading comprehension Listening comprehension
Morphosyntactic skills Vocabulary L1 13% (n = 7) 20% (n = 11) 18% (n = 10) 16% (n = 9) L2 43% (n = 30) 51% (n = 35) 55% (n = 38) 57% (n = 39) 2 (1, N = 125) 12.79* 11.54* 16.56* 19.71* Note: L1 = monolingual (n = 56); L2 = bilingual (n = 69). Estimates were based on the L1 sample's means and standard deviations. *p < .001.
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